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A few moments ago we had the high privilege of being present at the introduction of Grace McDaniel and the dedication of Cole Parker.  What a great honor to welcome a new child into the church family!  What a great responsibility to covenant with child and family to help the child grow in the knowledge and love of God!  What a sacred experience to celebrate the miracle of life as well as the miracle of faith being passed on through the generations!  Thanks be to God for little Grace.  Thanks be to God for little Cole.  And thanks be to God for this holy ground we walk.

A few minutes from now, we will have the opportunity to participate in another high privilege.  We will re-affirm our Watts Street Church Covenant.  Several times throughout the year we refer to this document as a way to remember who we are as a congregation and to put words to the mission we believe God is calling us to live out.  Today, on this National Observance of Children’s Sabbath, let us turn our attention to one sentence from our Covenant that speaks directly to our care for the children in our church and community:

We promise to teach the children among us by word and example that in obedience to God they will find life’s highest purpose and richest meanings.

As your Minister with Children, Youth, and their Families, I have looked long and hard at this sentence.  And I would just like to say; a finer, more well-crafted statement on our mission with children could not have been written.  Every phrase, every word seems to me to be perfectly chosen.  Would you look closely at this statement again with me today?

The statement begins with “We promise…”:
What is it about a promise that is so powerful?  Whenever we say the words, “I promise,” they are usually accompanied by a flair of desperation.  We are offering something that is more than what we have, what is currently present.  We are reaching into the future and calling forth our very best.  We make a promise to our children because that’s the greatest gift we can offer.  In faith terms, a promise is a covenant before God and before God’s people.  We enter into covenant relationships with children because God first entered into a covenant relationship with us.

And what is it we promise?  “…to teach the children”:
This is our vocation in life, given to us at the very beginning of our faith tradition through the Hebrew Shema in Deuteronomy 6, “Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.  These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  Impress them on your children.  Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.” (Deuteronomy 6:4-9)

Teaching children is not only a way for us to pass on the faith, but it is the way we help children discover their highest purpose and their reason for being: to love God and to be loved by God.

The next phrase in our Covenant statement says we promise to teach the children “…among us.”
I love this phrase, “among us” because its openness echoes Jesus’ definition of “neighbor.”  The children among us are certainly those children who grow up in our church family but are there not also children in our neighborhood and community who are indeed “among us”?  And in this age of information and technology, are not the children in the Gulf Coast, in Guatemala, in Pakistan, and around the world “among us”?

Marion Wright Edelman, the founder of the Children’s Defense Fund, which promotes the National Observance of Children’s Sabbath has said, “the test of the morality of a society is how it treats its children.”  Which is not too different from what James says, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God is this: to care for orphans and widows in their distress.” (1:27)

So how do we teach the children?  First, “…by word”:
We talk to them about God, we tell them about what God has done and is doing in our lives, we share with them the stories of the Bible.  I am so very thankful for our church’s outstanding ministry of Christian Education, established over the years by Diane Hill, Dick Chorley and so many of you.  I continue to be struck by the remarkable structure and intentional schedule we have in place to help us teach children as they grow in faith.

A child’s Christian Education at Watts Street begins with the introduction of a child, as you saw today here with Grace.  On the first Sunday the family is able to bring a new born child, we introduce the child and say, “This is your church family!  Thank God you are here!”

Three or four months later, as you saw today with Cole, a family is invited to bring the child to be dedicated.  Following the example of Hannah dedicating young Samuel in the Temple, we gather together to say, “You belong to God and while you are in our care, we want to treat you as God’s precious child and help you grow to know and love your Creator.”

A child then enters our Nursery, where he or she will hear us say, “God loves you and we do too” and as we all know, the child will most likely hear these tender words while sitting on the lap of our patron saint of all things “nursery,” Christine Stocks.

As a pre-schooler, a child enters a Church School class where he or she will hear faithful and patient teachers tell the timeless stories of the Bible.  In Second Hour Care, a child might hear us talk about the importance of sharing and being kind.  In Chapel Time, a child might learn about praying.

When children enter the first grade, we welcome them to worship and present them with a Bible and say, “may God’s word be a lamp for your feet and a light for your path.”  In Children’s Choirs, a child will hear us talk about singing to the glory of God.  And as they train to be light bearers, the children hear us talking about worship and the presence of God.

Vacation Bible School, First Fridays, and the Annual Children’s Retreat at Camp Kanata are all ways for us to say to children, “We are community, we are the Body of Christ.”  At Advent, Christmas, Lent and Easter, we have a number of ways to say to children, “Jesus is Lord!”

What wonderful and important words we are saying to our children here at Watts Street.  It is my hope and prayer that we will continue the rich tradition of teaching our children by our words.  But as our text from James points out today, we must also remember that words alone are not enough.

It is one thing…
...to speak the words at a dedication, to read the words of a covenant, to tell the stories of the Bible, to talk about God.  But if we want to teach our children, really teach them, we teach them by word AND example.  And further, if we want to experience abundant life in Christ ourselves, we must become doers of the word and not just hearers.

James says, “If we hear the word but don’t become doers, then we are like those who look at themselves in a mirror and then, on going away, immediately forget what we look like.”  This line has always struck me as a bit odd…but then again, every time I think I can shave without using a mirror, my face ends up looking like chop suey!

Hearers forget, doers act!  Religion that stays in our heads and doesn’t move to our hearts and our hands and our feet is meaningless!  If we only hear the Word and regurgitate the old stories, then our religion has a way of breaking down.  It is only in our doing that our religion takes on life-giving meaning.

Romans 2:13 says, “For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but the doers of the law who will be justified.”

And the words of Jesus, “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on the rock.  The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock.  And everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell…and great was its fall!” (Matthew 7:24-27)

Hearers forget, doers act!  Many of us have been in discussions about which translation of the Bible is the best.  But clearly, the most important translation is the one from the written page to our lives.  As a child I received a little book written to encourage Bible reading entitled, Off the Shelf and Into Yourself.

My sense is that the children among us are listening to some of our words…but they are soaking up like sponges the examples we set.  They are watching to see if we are doers.  One of the worst things I ever heard when I was a child was when someone said, “Do as I say, not as I do.”  It just doesn’t work that way.  And not only that, but as James says, when we fail to become doers, we also deceive ourselves (1:22).

So take notice, the children among us are watching and learning from our examples.  They are taking in how we relate to each other between Sundays.  They remember when we take them to help serve a meal at IHN or visit a homebound friend.  They can tell from the way we live our lives if we believe this business about grace and forgiveness.  They observe whether our religion is made up of worthless words or whether it is pure and undefiled before God based on acts of love and justice for the orphans and the widows.  What the children are looking for, what we all are looking for, is faith in action.  Show us how you love God.

And so, we are to teach the children among us by both word and example.

And we teach them that in obedience to God,
or in the living out of our faith,
or “the hearing and the doing,”

They will find…:
Recalling the words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount, “seek and you will find,”

Life’s highest purpose and richest meanings…
Or as James says, they, like us, “will be blessed in their doing.” (1:25)
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